The spectrin-based membrane skeleton as a membrane protein-sorting machine.
Normal cell function is dependent on the existence of membrane compartments that have unique populations of membrane proteins. Sorting of membrane proteins forms the basis for the biogenesis of distinct membrane compartments. There are many examples of membrane protein-sorting events in cells, but the molecular machinery involved is poorly understood. We discuss characteristics of a putative membrane protein-sorting machine and show that the spectrin-based membrane skeleton conforms to these characteristics. The spectrin-based membrane skeleton is a submembranous, spatially limited, two-dimensional lattice that binds a subset of membrane proteins. These properties allow the membrane skeleton to facilitate the formation of distinct membrane domains and thus reveal its potential as a membrane protein-sorting machine.